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“Dear Brother. . .I send you a brief
account of ‘The Action at

Scarey Creek’ . , ., » George

S. Patton’s Baptism of Fire
By Jay Carlton Mullen

s his Union force ascended the Kanawha River in July, 1861
q Brigadier General J. D. Cox was more impressed by t.hc;

beauty of the Kanawha Valley than by the Prospect of an
arduous and protracted war. A festive mood prevailed among the
troops aboard the steamboats that were convoying his army. On the
steamer’s decks the soldiers cheered and the band serenaded the
many Union sympathizers who hailed them from homes along the
Kanawha's banks. Most Federalists assumed that suppressing “the
Rebellion™ would be an affair of short duration. Lincoln’s call for
yolunteers was for ninety days—sufficient time to assert federal con-
trol over the recalcitrant southern states,

The responsibility for asserting that control in western Virginia
fell to General George B. McClellan who had ordered Cox to ad-
vance into the area from Point Pleasant, Ohio. Cox was encounter-
mg the difficulties common to all commanders who were endeavor-
=g to fashion capable military units in the summer of 1861: poor
organization and discipline, insufficient equipment, and little mili-
try and combat experience among their personnel. Cox commented
that b Kentucky regiments, comprised almost exclusively of Ohio
River laborers, were “a rough and reckless class and gave a good
dead of trouble by insubordination.”

Hobert E Lee had placed Brigadier General H. A. Wise in
ammand of the forces that were hastily organized into the Depart-
Bt of the Kanawha in order to contest Cox’s bid to coatrol the
#ea The nucleus of the valley's Confederate forces had been
e Kassuba Rifles, organized by VMI graduate George S. Patton,
W of & formar governor of Virginia. “Frenchy,” so nicknamed be-
e of B polsted board, and his troops had distinguished them-
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W meet (he purpose for which they were organized.

Ml‘m’aw Wise's overall command was expanded
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Confederates were spread throughout the valley &O?mcﬁgqﬁma
to the mouth of the Coal River. Patton cczmmct:: - Confedevam'
clements of Wise's force and subsequently d'ueth o rate
forces in the Civil War’s first clash of arms in the w allcy
The official accounts of this contest at Scary Creek.were written
by individuals not present at the fighting. H?wever, in a letter to
his brother Patton left a participant’s eye-witness account of the
ited in the manuscripts collection

hostilities. This epistle, now deposited mant colle
of the Huntington Library in San Marino, California, provides inter-

esting insights into Patton himself as well as into the nature of
combat in the earliest stages of this war.”

Dear ther— ; .
Agrl?cqucstcd I send you a brief & imperfect account of—

The Action at Scarey Creek.
Putnam Co. Va. July 17, 1861

began the letter throughout which Patton referred to himself in the

third person. It continued with Patton’s description of the disposition

of Cox’s and Wise's forces, including the nine hundred men stationed
at the mouth of the Coal 12 miles below Charleston under Major
Geo. S. Patton. Major Patton was then on the opposite side of

the Kanawha River, & 10 to 12 miles below the nearest Confeder-
ate forces. The enemy had moved a column from Guyandotte which

compelled Major Patton to send a large portion of his force down
that road.

He then described Scary Creek, “a small mountain stream”
with “rugged and precipitous banks” which empties into the Kanawha
“about 22 miles below the mouth of Coal River.” Because of the
proximity of the hills to the river, there was only a small strip of
bottom land at the creek’s mouth where a bridge was located. “Its
banks were slightly wooded with trees and bushes affording some

Alfter describing the terrain he explained his deployment tactics.
As some of the Federals advanced in force Ma Patton burnt the
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and they beat a precipitate retreqq » - | '
ot a litle onthcommheuhomcoxthmﬁommdlm" !E%
ﬂ%mpy the attention of the enemy in &ont(ﬂthe 12&
patton’s men remained on alert day and night untj w Creek.”

17, when his scouts reported that most of g Unio:"““‘?'
mecrcllﬂd the river to the main Federal camp. He thep wi%
:: own troops to camp (wo miles from the left onlmw
companics at the creek to prevent a surprise, He recorded thay

army had in fact crossed the river but i
w'tbe 12th Ohio Rﬁlment Col Low Mmand

er threw
e, @ large portion of the o1e
Obio Regiment Col Norton, a section of Artj

rifled pieces) and a company of cavalry, in al] abou'tml’,‘sogwngeéow%
orders to march upon & rout the small force at Scarey,

Whea his scouts advised him of this movement “Major Patton dis-
persed his small force to meet them.”
Messengers galloped away with orders for all
mand to converge at the mouth of Scary Creek. The Major him-
wif reined in at the battle site “just as the enemy’s skirmishers de-
ployed.™ A Confederate company forded the stream and occupied
some buildings—a cooper shop, a country store, a stable, and some
log aad frame dwellings—while the Kanawha Rifles and the artillery
stationed  themselves on a knoll to Patton’s left. “The enemy re-
sponded by deploying into line of battle on the opposite hill and
teimpmg wp his Artillery.”

The action was commenced shortly after two o'clock—the first guns

fndbylhe('onta!eme.\rﬁuery...Tbeacﬁonsqonbuqama
EReral - and s 2 fow moments the two ca

of Patton’s com-
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described the Union assault saying
Patton gradually bein forcedb‘l:tn?khe n::d' !am n'ﬁ:” g;g:i
mllon—smfm g:gkﬂll held his houses,
nehgn;;dcmtcs. however, fallicd ‘to stem this :]l:lttack Al
Patton modestly omitted describing his own role mnf is rally, General
Wise reported to General Lee that when the Co ec}erate I:'I:e fal-
tered “Colonel Patton dashed on hOfseback to rally hJs men.”® Per-
haps Patton neglected to recount this event fiully to his brOt.he:. e
cause it might have been misinterprett?d. His horse- be‘:an‘ze frlgh.t-
ened and attempted to bolt from the field. Horses mexpe‘nenced in
battle are no more anxious than men are to race headlonog into smok-
ing cannon and rifle barrels. Initially Patton’s men beh_eved he was
cowardly abandoning the field, but he managed to regain control of

his mount and reform his troops. Then, he reports

i hout our men charged—drove them back across the creek
ﬂy':)r:d the houses—& back to their original position. In the strug-
e Major Patton was severely wounded in the shoulder and was

orced to retire a short distance to the rear.

Although he was removed from action by his wound, he de-
scribed the arrival of additional Confederates from the rear and from
the Guyandotte road. The cheering reinforcements “baffled” the
enemy who “broke and fled in the utmost confusion. Pursuit was
impracticable as Cox’s whole army was only 4 miles to the rear,
our ammunition nearly exhausted, and our little band satisfied with
the issuc of the unequal contest.”

In fact, Patton’s conclusion was in error. After he was wounded
his troops panicked a second time and Captain A. G. Jenkins, the
cavalry officer holding his company in reserve, again rallied the men.
Then, as reinforcements continued to arrive, they advanced against
the Federals to rewin their previous position and to capture a Union
colonel unable to retreat because of his wounds.

His battle statistics were exaggerated. He recorded

The Confederate Joss was ) wounded
:‘:zw mvkmtn:dl:nndl;w 15 duddo:::h ald,

— own confossion thelr loss was not less than 200
Is b offical report Wise listed two Confederates killed and two ’r
wosnded. His report of 30 dead Federals contrasts with Patton's esti-
e of 200 dead and wounded *
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Union battle statistics were revised ag the result of
a bizarre

¢ after nightfall. Some Federal officers gt 5 izan

::::‘"Y the scene of the day’s hostilities, meyb.?‘“ 10 examine

1ves by 8 reconnaissance beyond the pickets,” Gen:mr almd them-

*sorted, and they were captured.” Patton’s description of e oo

drznpt:fi; more claborate than McClellan’s. inci-
the evening Col Woodruff of the 2nd Kentucky—Co ge

Late in of the 11th Ohio—Lt Col Neff—two Captains of the

et ) s
tucky, who strong in their faith of Yankee invineil: and
2nd Ken our weak numbers—had ridden up :: Tevemctilbeﬂlt‘?;e

mﬁ. were captured, & spent many months in the “Tibby »
The Libby was a warchouse in Richmond where Union officers were
imprisoned. .

patton’s initiative at Scary Creek stalled the Union invasion
“Cox checked on the Kanawha,” McClellan tersely recorded. He
sarcastically pronounced the action to have been “something between
s victory and defeat,” and he commanded Cox to advance no fur-
ther while he threatened the Confederate rear himself with a flank-
ing movement directed from the northwest toward Gauley Bridge.
Disgusted with his subordinates he requested, “In heaven’s name
give me some general officers who understand their profession.” Me-
Clellan’s antagonist, Wise, reported the affair as “a glorious repulse
of the enemy, if not a decided victory.” Patton recorded these con-

clusions about the battle:

The affair is chiefly remarkable as being fought so early in the
war, against such odds of numbers and arms (for be it recollected
we pever had over 400 actually engaged, & they chiefly with moun-
tan rifles & “flintlocks™) and almost in sight—certainly in full
bearing of Cox's whole army. These mountain men with—in many
Satances cartridges in their pockets, just organized & underdrilled
~wiipped 4 times their number of armed and disciplined Yankees
A& put them 1o a shameful and disgraceful flight—In the open field
By met them face 1o face and conquered.

Sabsequent events proved that the Confederate success at Scary
Creck was of little strategic importance. Though Cox was stalled,
MeOlellan's movement threatened Wise's flank and rear and forced

% Comfoderstes 10 withdraw from the Kanawha Valley to Green-
i Comsty. Pation himself observed that “the unfortunate course
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of events in the Northwest robbed md&ahﬂtﬁnﬂem&.w )
&Wkamcompeﬂedtotallbnck,wmureoommmicaﬁm .dh_
In the perspective of history the strategical insignificance ,

derstandably caused it to pass un-

Battle of Scary Creck has un
noticed. Measure t Antietam, Fredericksburg, Gettyslm or
o o rief check in the Union advance

, of what consequence is a b '
I:aplﬂ 3::: Kanawha? B::: not only has Sca‘ry Creek passed unztohced
in history, it passed unheralded at th-e time. The accounts of Pat-
ton’s success on the Kanawha arrived in Richmond at the same time
as the news of the Confederate victory flt Bull Run. Con.sequenﬂy’
as Patton suggested, Scary Creek “excited 'scarcely passing atten-
tion.” He closed his letter to his brother saying

It is now forgotten, except by those who first met the enemy,

i “Scarey” around their campfires.
and who still talk of yGeo i

If Scary Creek was of so little importance or interest. either
at that time or to later historians then why should it be of interest
after over a century? Of course this sparsely documented battle
should be of interest to all West Virginians who care about their
state’s past—its battles and its sons who fought those battles. But it
may also have interest extending beyond the borders of West
Virginia.

In his official report Wise recorded

I had ordered Col Patton to retire gradually from Scarey Creek

.+ » But when Norton approached he returned to Scarey Creek and

met him and his 1,200 there with 800 men and two iron sixes.
Though ordered to withdraw, Patton preferred to advance and engage
the enemy. He has not been the only Patton to welcome combat.

In Patton: Ordeal and Triumph, a biography of World War
Two's celebrated George S. Patton, Ladislas Farrago maintains that
“Patton’s grandfather and namesake” was “his inspiration™ and “his
ol after whom he strove to pattern himself.”* The initiative that the
senlor Patton displayed in ignoring orders to retreat and advancing
tastead to Scary Creek to meet the enemy could indeed have been an
"apiration (o his idolizing grandson.” If this was part of the pattern
the grandson strove 1o fit then he was eminently successful, for ad-
vancing 1o mect the enemy was the junior Patton's outst
fary charscteristic. So perhaps when the Americans in

Swars of & small wibutary in that flood be
Vk‘uh-mahqcmﬂumhmh




